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In a telephone interview with the New York Times on Feb. 3, Jose I. Blandon, a former close adviser
to Panamanian military chief, Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega, said that in 1986 the White House set
up a secret operation calling on Panama to arrange an East bloc arms shipment that could then be
captured in El Salvador and falsely linked to the Nicaraguan government. Blandon said Noriega
had informed him of the deal which was fashioned by Lt. Col. Oliver North during the period when
Congress had prohibited military aid to the contras. Blandon indicated that a successful operation
making it appear that Nicaragua was shipping arms to the Salvadoran rebels would have met the
Reagan administration's long-time goal of proving the Sandinistas were exporting revolution. This
scheme collapsed, said Blandon, in June 1986 when the Times published an article reporting illegal
activities by Noriega. The Danish cargo ship, the Pia Vesta, carrying East German-made arms and
vehicles, passed through the Panama Canal, arriving in Peruvian waters on June 6, 1986. Shortly
thereafter, the ship traveled toward Panama again. Upon arrival in Panamanian waters on June
14, the ship and its cargo were seized by the Panamanian military. The bill of lading instructions
were for the weapons to be delivered to Gen. Adolfo Blandon, chief of staff of the Salvadoran armed
forces. (The general is no relation to Jose Blandon.) The Times article about Noriega was published
on June 12, 1986. A senior Latin American diplomat cited by the Times who believes the account
said he understood that Noriega seized the ship carrying the weapons because he felt "betrayed"
by Reagan administration officials, who he thought had provided derogatory information on him
to the Times. [See CAU 12/17/86 for an account of the Pia Vesta's travels, reports on destination
of its contents and on a series of sham companies and forged signatures involved in the affair.
Peruvian President Alan Garcia reportedly feared the weapons were destined to Peruvian guerrillas.
Once the ship had left Peruvian territorial waters, Garcia contacted Panamanian officials, including
Gen. Noriega.] Government officials cited by the Times said Blandon had told investigators that
Noriega negotiated a deal with North to train the contras in Panama in exchange for US support
for international bank loans. Blandon said this arrangement "could be possible," but indicated he
had no direct knowledge of it. According to Blandon, "North and Poindexter handled the contra
operation like a dictatorship. If you supported the US contras, you could do anything." Last year it
was disclosed that Noriega had told North that he was willing to mount sabotage and assassination
operations against the Nicaraguan government, and that North had endorsed the sabotage idea.
Blandon also told investigators that Noriega had a close relationship with the late CIA director
William Casey. Once in 1983, he said, Noriega flew to Washington in the plane of a drug smuggler in
1983 to confer with Casey. (Basic data from New York Times, 02/04/88)
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